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Linguistic Support for Non-Native English
Speakers: Higher Education Practices
in the United States
Maureen Snow Andrade, Utah Valley University
Norman W. Evans, Brigham Young University
K. James Hartshorn, Brigham Young University
Higher education institutions in English-speaking nations host significant
populations of non-native English speakers (NNES), both international
and resident. English language proficiency is a critical factor to their success. This study reviews higher education practices in the United States
related to this population. Findings indicate weaknesses in how institutions identify NNES, measure their English language skills, and track their
success. These issues must be addressed to support the needs of this
population, fully benefit from their contributions, and achieve educational
parity.

Educational global exchange aims to further intercultural understanding. Higher education
institutions promote study abroad, recruit international students, sponsor international scholars,
and send faculty abroad. In 2010, 4.1 million international students studied worldwide (Institute
of International Education [IIE], 2012a). Of the top 25 sending countries (accounting for approximately 80% of the international students in the United States), fewer than 5% are from Englishdominant countries (IIE, 2012b); the remainder can be assumed to be nonnative English speakers
(NNES). English proficiency is a critical factor to the success of these students.

American higher education institutions not only host globally mobile NNES but admit residents with varying levels of English proficiency. Having immigrated as children or youth and completed high school in the United States, these students are referred to as Generation 1.5 (Ferris,
2009; Kanno & Harklau, 2012). Finding national enrollment and completion data for this group
is challenging although some institution-specific case studies and state-level statistics are available (Kanno & Harklau, 2012). Twenty-one percent of elementary and secondary students in the
United States speak a language other than English at home and 5% speaks English with difficulty
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(Aud et al., 2011). When these students apply for postsecondary study, however, institutions typically do not require information about home language or English language proficiency.

To date, no comprehensive research has been conducted in U.S. institutions of higher education to determine practices for how NNES are admitted, tested, or supported related to English
language proficiency. This study, focused on the following research questions, seeks to gain insight
into these practices.
1.
2.
3.
4.

How do institutions determine if NNES have the academic English language skills needed to be successful?
What types of academic English language support do institutions require or provide?
How do institutions track the success of these students? How successful are they?

What concerns do institutional stakeholders have with how NNES are admitted, assessed,
supported, and tracked?

The study presents the findings of a nationwide survey. The survey did not distinguish among
international or immigrant NNES; however, the responses indicate that institutions responded
predominantly related to international NNES for reasons that will be noted.

Review of the Literature
Access and success are familiar concepts in higher education, particularly in this age of democratizing higher education. In the U.K., widening participation includes raising awareness, increasing aspirations, and addressing attainment (Grundy, 2007; The London School of Economics
and Political Science, 2012). In the United States, higher education institutions focus on access
for underrepresented students and completion for all students. Significant numbers of students
who speak English as a second language (ESL) are admitted to higher education institutions in
English-speaking countries. While language learners can develop basic English conversation skills
within 1–2 years, academic proficiency takes as long as 7 years to acquire (Cummins, 2008). Limited academic English language proficiency has yet to be fully recognized as contributing to lack
of participation or completion, primarily due to NNES not being identified or tracked nationally.

Because international students do not comprise a significant percentage of the total higher
education enrollment in the United States (2% of undergraduate enrollments; Choudaha, Chang,
& Kono, 2013) compared to other nations, no national scheme exists related to English language
standards or support. Countries such as Australia, in which 24% of the undergraduate enrollment is international (Choudaha, Chang, & Kono, 2013), have adopted principles and practices
for supporting English language proficiency (Australian Universities Quality Agency, 2009). These
principles focus on how English language proficiency is defined, measured, and developed across
disciplines and learner populations nationwide (Barrett-Lennard, Dunworth, & Harris, 2011; Harris & Ashton, 2011). Although many U.S. institutions require testing and provide support services
for international students and other NNES, practices vary.
Research on the success of NNES in U.S. higher education institutions is fairly extensive.
International student adjustment literature identifies cultural and linguistic issues such as isolation, homesickness, culture shock, lecture comprehension, academic vocabulary, classroom interaction patterns, critical analysis and synthesis of information, scholarly writing, patterns of written
discourse, and the rigor of academic study as critical components (Andrade, 2006, 2008, 2009,
2010; Andrade & Evans, 2009). Generation 1.5 students, who demonstrate characteristics of both
first- and second-generation immigrants, do not typically face cultural challenges but have lin208
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guistic challenges (Kanno & Harklau, 2012). The English language needs of NNES are different
from those of international students and native-English-speaking students who may need remedial
work in reading and writing (Harklau, 2003). These students may be acquiring English or have
nonstandard persistent grammatical errors (Harklau, 2003). Research reports that immigrant ESL
students may have comparable or weaker skills than international students due to having reached a
linguistic plateau (di Gennaro, 2008).

These factors must be represented in discussions of access and completion. Institutions may
fail to recognize NNES’s linguistic needs or provide appropriate support. Practices for assessing
English language skills vary depending on institutional mission, diversity goals, academic rigor
and related admission criteria, understanding of language acquisition, familiarity with English and
its use as an international language (Kachru, Kachru, & Nelson, 2006), and assumptions about
NNES. One of the most common of these is that NNES who have passed language admission
requirements are adequately prepared. Research on adjustment and accounts of student and faculty
experiences demonstrates that this is not the case (Andrade, 2006, 2008, 2009, 2010; Andrade &
Evans, 2009; Kanno & Harklau, 2012).

Current interest in student success is focused on helping students, their families, communities,
the nation, and the world enjoy an improved standard of living and sustained economic growth;
this attention must be extended to NNES. The needs and at-risk characteristics of these students
must be differentiated from those of other student populations.

Methodology
Given the comprehensive nature of this research, it was determined that the best way to gather
data was through an online survey distributed to U.S. postsecondary institutions that host substantial numbers of international students. Once these institutions were identified, collecting reliable
data to address the research questions presented some methodological challenges as next discussed.
Participating Institutions
Institutions were identified based on their total international student enrollments as reported
by the Institute of International Education (Bhandari & Chow, 2011). Initially 200 institutions
were selected by identifying the top 40 doctorate, masters, baccalaureate, associate, and special
focus institutions that host international students. An additional 109 schools that host more than
1,000 international students were also targeted bringing the total to 309 schools.
Procedures
Once the participating institutions were identified, the next challenge was finding an individual willing to share institutional data and who could accurately answer an array of questions about
the institution’s NNES. One administrator may be well-informed about admission issues but know
little about support services, for example. Identifying appropriate participants required multiple
phone calls and emails to identify the person with the greatest institutional insight.

After investing many hours in this identification process, 261 representatives from the original
309 schools agreed to take the online survey. Of these, 138 completed the survey for a response
rate of 53%. A majority of respondents were associated with admission offices (64%), 22% with
international student offices, and 9% with ESL programs. Representation by school types among
these 138 respondents is as follows: doctorate (n = 64), masters (n = 13), baccalaureate (n = 28),
associate (n = 18), and special focus (n = 15). The combined international student enrollment at
JSARP 2014, 51(2)

© NASPA 2014

http://journals.naspa.org/jsarp

doi:10.1515/jsarp-2014-0020

209

Linguistic Support for Non-Native English

these institutions was 237,862 or approximately 33% of the total international student population
in the United States in 2011.
Survey
Our aim was to design a survey that was adequately detailed but not so overwhelming that it
discouraged participation. Whenever possible, responses were presented in a fixed category format
to limit ambiguity. One school may have a writing center to aid students; another may have a
reading and writing center, while another embeds writing services within a learning center. These
differences can make it difficult to collect uniform data. Using fixed categories allowed for greater
consistency. The category “Writing, language, or study skill centers” was set, allowing various types
of support services to be recorded under this category. An “Other” option was also included to ensure that unique differences among institutions were not omitted. Once the survey was formatted,
it was piloted and refined by asking colleagues at other institutions to take and critique it.
Analysis
After the data from the limited-response items were tallied, open-ended text responses were
reviewed. These consisted of the text that participants completed in the “other” categories. The
second type of open-ended questions consisted of two items in which participants were asked to
describe perceived strengths and weaknesses in their “policies and practices regarding non-native
English speakers.”

Open-ended responses were reviewed to determine if they could be included in the fixed responses or if they constituted a new category. In many cases, responses given in the “other” category
fit into the fixed responses and were added to the appropriate tally. Responses that constituted new
categories are presented in the various tables in aggregate. The short answer questions were also
analyzed and categories created.

Results
The first research question addressed how institutions determine if NNES have needed
academic English language skills. Responses from138 institutions were provided to answer the
question: What criteria does your institution use to determine if a student is a non-native English
speaker? (Please mark all that apply.) Results include: country of origin 63.77% (88), English was
not dominant in home 52.90% (73), citizenship 42.03% (58), language of education 13.77% (19),
country of education 5.07% (7), years of English instruction 2.17% (3), examination on arrival
2.17% (3), evidence from application 1.45% (2), self-identification 0.72% (1), and years studied
in the U.S. 0.72% (1). A number of institutions reported using multiple criteria. While 42.75%
(59) of the institutions reported using only one method, 33.33% (46) reported using two methods, 19.57% (27) reported using three methods, and 4.35% (6) reported using four methods to
identify NNES.
The 138 institutions also responded to the survey item: Prior to admission, how does your institution determine if non-native English speakers have the academic English skills needed to be successful?
(Please mark all that apply.) Answers span 14 different criteria, with the most frequent responses
including standardized testing 100.00% (138) and the student completed some or all secondary
level education in a native-English-speaking (NES) high school 68.12% (94). NES refers to Inner
Circle countries (Kachru et al., 2006), characterized by native English speakers, (e.g., the United
States, Canada - except Quebec, Australia, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom). In Outer
Circle countries (e.g., India, Hong Kong, Singapore), English is used for business and educational
210
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purposes while in Expanding Circle countries, it is considered a foreign language (e.g., Germany,
Japan). Additional responses included completion of intensive an English program 42.75% (59),
a writing sample 38.41% (53), a speaking sample 10.14% (14), a degree from a U.S. university
6.52% (9), high school grade point average 5.80% (8), the completion of first year English course
5.80% (8), a local English placement exam 2.90% (4), the completion of International Baccalaureate 1.45% (2), AP English 0.72% (1), grades in Humanities courses 0.72% (1), and high school
ESL 0.72 (1).

All 138 institutions utilized some form of standardized testing. While only 10.87% (15) reported using a single method to determine adequate English skill, most used multiple methods—
i.e., 2 methods 30.44% (42), 3 methods 34.78% (48), 4 methods 13.04% (18), 5 methods 6.52% (9),
and 6 methods 4.35% (6). Tables 1 and 2 display the results of a follow-up question to the previous
item: If you require a standardized proficiency test, please identify the test(s) and score(s) you require.
Findings are separated into responses for undergraduate students (Table 1) and graduate students
(Table 2). All institutions that responded to this item (n = 117) reported using the Test of English
as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), which is used extensively in the United States. Some institutions, however, reported scores for the paper-based test (TOEFL PB), some for the Internet-based
test (TOEFL iBT), and others for both. The TOEFL data in these tables is presented in both the
TOEFL PB and TOEFL iBT formats based on test conversion information (Educational Testing
Service, 2011).
Table 1
Standardized Proficiency Test Requirements for Undergraduate Students

Table 2
Standardized Proficiency Test Requirements for Graduate Students
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The findings in Tables 1 and 2 show that following the TOEFL, the most popular standardized test is the International English Language Testing System (IELTS), originally developed in
the United Kingdom and used extensively in Europe. Of particular note are the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT) and the ACT college readiness assessment. While the SAT and ACT emphasize
general subjects taught in U.S. high schools such as reading, math, and science, they also may
provide insight into language proficiency. Other tests included the Pearson Test of English (PTE),
the Compass, the Michigan English Language Assessment Battery (MELAB), the Accuplacer,
the International Baccalaureate (IB) English, the International Test of English Proficiency (iTEP),
and other standardized exams.
Table 3 helps contextualize Tables 1 and 2 by showing the percentage of institutions that
may allow or require multiple standardized tests. More than 93% may allow or require more than
one test for prospective undergraduate students and more than 64% for prospective graduate
students.
Table 3
Percentage of Institutions Utilizing Multiple Tests

We next summarize the findings from the question: Which of the following groups or individuals
(if any) does your institution excuse from English language testing for purposes of admission? (Please mark
all that apply.) While 4.41% (6) of the surveyed institutions do not excuse prospective students
from English language testing, reasons for excusing students include the following: English is considered the native language in the country of origin 77.21% (105); the student transferred or completed a degree from an NES higher education institution 67.65% (92); the students completed
some or all secondary level education in an NES high school 64.71% (88); English is the language
of education, business or government in the country of origin 40.44% (55); the student successful
completed an intensive English program (IEP) 2.21% (3); exceptions are determined case by case
1.47% (2); and students who have a waiver 0.74% (1).

In response to the question addressing whether institutions require NNES to take an English
language proficiency measure after admission but prior to enrollment, of the 136 who responded,
exactly 50% (68) indicated they required such testing while the remaining 50% (68) indicated they
did not. Of the 68 institutions requiring postadmissions testing, speaking tests were required of
32.36% (22) of the institutions for undergraduate students and 16.18% (11) of the institutions for
graduate students. Postadmissions writing tests were required of 66.18% (45) of the institutions for
undergraduate students and 23.53% (16) of the institutions for graduate students.
212
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Table 4
Those Who Evaluate Speaking and Writing Assessments

Table 4 identifies those with the responsibility to evaluate these postadmissions speaking and
writing assessments for undergraduate and graduate students. While a few institutions may utilize
speaking and writing components of standardized tests, some of these are assessed by the institution’s testing services. The vast majority of the time, speaking and writing are assessed by faculty.

Although 17.65% (12) of the surveyed institutions require additional testing between admissions but prior to enrollment, exceptions are made for high performance on standardized tests
57.35% (39); when English is considered the native language in the country of origin 55.88% (38);
the student transferred or completed a degree from an NES higher education institution 48.53%
(33); the student completed some or all secondary level education in NES high school 30.88% (21);
English is the language of education, business, or government in country of origin 26.47% (18); the
student successful completed an IEP 2.94% (2); the students participated as an exchange student
1.47% (1); and the student participated as a teaching assistant 1.47% (1).

Additional survey items were used in an effort to answer the second research question, which
also served as a survey item: What types of academic English language support do higher education institutions require or provide for various populations of non-native English language speakers? Tables 5
and 6 summarize responses. Table 5 presents data for undergraduate student support and Table 6
for graduate student support. Both tables differentiate between required and optional support categories as a percentage of the institutional total. The column labeled institutional total also presents
the various types of support in order of most prevalent to least prevalent. These findings show that
aside from some required coursework, the vast majority of language support resources are optional.
The third research question stated: How do higher education institutions track the success of various
populations of non-native English language speakers? How successful are they? To help contextualize
responses to these questions, the mean percentage of international NNES for the 138 institutions
included in this study was 10.20% (Bandari & Chow, 2011). Institutional estimates of resident
NNES produced a mean of 3.66%.

Table 7 presents the findings related to the question: How does your institution track the success
of various populations of non-native English language speakers? (Please mark all that apply.) The bulk
of this tracking can be accounted for by GPA, first-year retention, persistence to graduation, and
proficiency testing (including midprogram and senior-year testing). Forty percent of respondents,
however, indicated that they did not track this population or that they did not know how the institution tracked the population.
Open-ended responses identify tracking as a limitation and were even more numerous than
those pertaining to admissions and testing issues although the latter consisted of three separate
categories (i.e., test limitations, admissions screening difficulties, and admissions standards). When
these categories are combined, the related responses are fairly extensive. Comments related to
JSARP 2014, 51(2)
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Table 5
Required and Optional Language Support for Undergraduate Students

Table 6
Required and Optional Language Support for Graduate Students

Table 7
Percentages of Institutions Tracking Non-Native English Speaker Success

tracking ranged from suggesting that it was not necessary to the idea that it was something that
institutions needed to begin. Consider the following illustrative quotations.
•
•

214

Once students have been admitted with the appropriate score, the Admissions Office has
found no reason to track students.

Students are placed into general population academic monitoring (GPA based), but are
not placed into a separate tracking group based on their primary language. It has been decided that if they meet our Admissions criteria, they have demonstrated adequate English
understanding and as such no further monitoring is performed.
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•
•
•
•

We have not in the past, but we would like to start tracking this group to see how they are
performing at the university.

Although we unofficially monitor their academic performance, we are not required to
track their success at the present time.
They all tend to do exceptionally well.

We don’t have the manpower or resources to track these students.

These quotations reflect a range of attitudes and philosophies. Some institutions have complete confidence in their admission criteria. In other cases, somewhat subjective declarations are
made. Another group of respondents simply do not see a need to do what is not required by the
federal government. In sum, tracking is not mentioned as a strength, which suggests that much
work may be needed in this area.

Tables 8 and 9 present data from the question: If you track the success of non-native English
speaker populations, overall, how successful are these students compared to native English speakers? (Please
mark all that apply.) Tables 8 and 9 provide comparative totals across the bottom row and method
totals down the right column. Table 9 includes data for graduate students based on a response rate
of 35 institutions.

The final research question was designed to address concerns institutional stakeholders had
with the ways in which NNES are admitted, assessed, and supported. Figure 1 displays the results
of the survey item: On a scale of one to ten, rate the overall effectiveness of your policies and practices
for admitting, assessing, and supporting non-native English language populations. (1 = least effective,
10 = most effective). The figure presents means (m) converted to a 100-point scale along with the
standard deviation (indicated parenthetically) and the total of respondents for the particular item
(n). Though each of the appraisals produced at least a moderately favorable response, a one-way
Table 8
Relative Success of Undergraduate Non-Native English Speakers

Table 9
Relative Success of Graduate Students as Non-Native English Speakers
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ANOVA identified significant differences, F(2, 289) = 15.64, p  .001, with a Tukey post hoc
comparison showing statistically significant differences between admitting on the one hand and
assessing and supporting on the other (p  .001, η2 =.09). Nevertheless, there was no statistical
difference between assessing and supporting students (p = .240).

The open-ended question related to concerns about practices with regard to NNES identified
testing, admission screening, and admission standards as predominant weaknesses. The primary
weakness mentioned was “not getting a true assessment of the students’ academic language skills.”
One respondent indicated that students sometimes arrive on campus with high test scores, but
“very low English abilities.” In contrast, effective practices in these areas entailed high admittance
standards as evidenced by the following statement: “Strict enforcement of the English proficiency
requirement generally assures admitted students with above average proficiency overall.” Effective
admission and screening processes, new student testing, and multifaceted admittance processes
were also identified as strengths and focused on using multiple measures for determining English
language proficiency and testing all students. One person indicated, “We believe a disappointed
student is better than a failing student.” Overall, institutions rated themselves as fairly effective in
their admissions practices but somewhat less effective in assessment.

Since a majority of the respondents to this item were associated with admissions offices (n =
67) as opposed to holding other assignments on campuses (n = 34), χ2(1, N = 101) = 10.78, p =
.001, r2 =.11, we examined whether a predominance of admissions officers may have influenced
responses. Analyses of variance revealed no significant differences in the responses from those in
admissions offices compared to those in other assignments for admitting, F(1, 97) = .098, p = .76,
assessing, F(1, 71) = .025, p = .87, and supporting, F(1, 84) = .78, p = .38.
The last two survey items addressed perceived weaknesses and strengths in the institutional
policies and practices regarding NNES. Table 10 presents perceived institutional weaknesses, the
most common of which included lack of ESL support services, tracking limitations, testing limitations, admissions screening limitations, and various issues associated with admissions standards.
Figure 1. Respondent appraisals of institutional effectiveness in
admitting, assessing, and supporting non-native English speakers.

216
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Table 10
Perceived Weakness Regarding Non-Native English Speakers

Table 11
Perceived Strengths Regarding Non-Native English Speakers

Table 11 presents perceived institutional strengths, the most common of which include high
admissions standards; the support of an IEP as well as non-IEP support such as summer orientation programs, sheltered general education classes, and tutoring centers; effective admission screening, and new student testing.

Discussion
This study addressed a gap in the literature regarding institutional processes for admitting, assessing, supporting, and tracking NNES. Although data regarding the success of U.S. minority students in terms of access, retention, achievement, and persistence is readily available, similar data for
NNES, whether immigrant or international, is limited. Linguistic skill in English is not typically
addressed as a factor in the success of these students. This section reviews the research questions
and the findings to determine how and to what extent institutions address the needs of NNES.
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Screening Processes
The first research question focused on identifying institutional approaches for determining
students’ academic English proficiency, specifically how institutions define the term non-native
English speaker, test NNES, who they excuse from testing, and if they require both pre- and
postadmissions testing. The findings indicate that, predominantly, institutions base their determination of a student’s English skills on country of origin and citizenship. Although practical,
this does not account for individual variations in proficiency. While applicants from Inner Circle
countries (Kachru et al., 2006) with large numbers of native English speakers (e.g., Australia,
Canada, New Zealand, the United States), are likely proficient, those from Outer Circle countries where English is a second language (e.g., India, Hong Kong, Singapore), or Expanding
Circle countries where English is a foreign language (e.g., Germany, China, Japan), may be less
linguistically skilled. Variations in proficiency and types of English increase as one moves further
away from the Inner Circle. Proficiency, exposure to English, and opportunities for communication also vary in urban and rural environments. Even within the Inner Circle, institutions that
base non-native English-speaking determinations on country and citizenship, do not know if
applicants were born and raised in an English-speaking environment unless this information is
requested. Requesting information about home language use may occur in some cases, as slightly
more than half of the institutions based NNES status on English not being dominant in the
home. Roughly half of institutions used a combination of two or three methods to determine
NNES status.
Methods for determining levels of English proficiency typically involve standardized tests.
This is a serious limitation as these tests measure knowledge of English, not the ability to use it
(Andrade, 2008; Wan, 2001). An additional concern is that required admissions scores on standardized tests are similar for undergraduate and graduate students. Graduate students need high
literacy levels to ensure success at tasks often daunting to a second language user such as synthesis,
analysis, and oral interaction (Andrade, 2008, 2009, 2010; Andrade & Evans, 2009; Bagnole &
Miller, 2003; Cheng, Myles, & Curtis, 2004; Holmes, 2004). Only half of all institutions require
some form of English language proficiency evaluation after admission. Speaking and writing measures are critical to determining success in higher education, yet only two-thirds of institutions who
require postadmissions testing include a writing sample at the undergraduate level (and even fewer
at the graduate level). Speaking samples are uncommon, likely because they are time and resource
intensive. The survey did not collect information pertaining to how these measures may be used in
admissions decisions.
Institutions recognize screening limitations. A few address this by testing all students, using
multiple measures both pre- and postadmittance, and evaluating writing and speaking. Much remains to be done, however—institutions must examine how they determine non-native English
status and measure proficiency. Making appropriate determinations of students’ language skills preand postarrival are critical to identifying needs. Institutions with high standards for admission and
confidence in the abilities of those they admit may be an exception, but caution is urged, especially
when institutional tracking of NNES is often ignored.

Better criteria for determining non-native speaker status and linguistic ability, especially postadmission, are critical to ensuring the academic success of NNES. Based on the data, some NNES
populations, such as immigrants, are potentially missed, and half of the institutions in the study
(which enroll the largest numbers of international students in the country) do not assess students’
English language skills postadmission. Although about a third of institutions use degree completion in an English-speaking country as a factor, this alone does not indicate a student’s ability in
218
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English or potential for success at a different educational level (e.g., undergraduate to graduate),
thus the need for tighter screening and additional assessments.
Types of Academic Support
Careful screening is a first step to determining if English language support is needed. Then
institutions must determine and require appropriate types of support. Findings indicate that institutions take a traditional support approach—required coursework with optional support through
skill centers, tutoring, and workshops. This practice recognizes that academic English skills take
time to acquire (Cummins, 2008).

Since only half of the institutions require postadmissions testing and the criteria for exemption is liberal, it is unclear how institutions determine placement into ESL courses and to what
extent students who need this support receive it. The greatest weakness identified in institutional
practices was a lack of support—specifically that students are “left to sink or swim.” About the same
percentage of institutions identified ESL student support as a strength, suggesting that a variety of
practices exist and are institution-specific.

The fact that only a few institutions identified weaknesses related to immigrant populations
such as a lack of support and no language screening does not imply that these practices are generally present (they are not mentioned by any institution as strengths), but possibly reflect unawareness of the needs of this population.
Tracking
The third research question addressed how institutions track NNES. Approximately half of institutions track GPAs and a smaller number examine first-year retention and persistence to graduation. Most do not know if this population is succeeding—more than a third do not track them at all.
Overall perceptions are that the success of this population is comparable to native English
speakers on measures such as GPA, retention, and persistence to graduation. Response rates on this
question were relatively low suggesting that participants may have been uncertain of this information. Also, although encouraging, these perceptions are based on quantitative measures that may
mask a students’ actual experience at an institution (Andrade, 2006). Cultural and linguistic adjustment is not reflected in numbers such as GPAs or graduation rates.

Implications and Conclusions
The preceding discussion included information about concerns, specifically a lack of support
services as well as admissions and testing issues related to institutional inability to obtain a true
measure of students’ language skills. The admissions and testing issues applied primarily to preadmissions screening. Institutions that tested all students upon arrival and required support such as
coursework were confident in their practices. A number of institutional representatives recognized
weaknesses in measuring and supporting the development of students’ English language skills.
Many were not tracking the success of NNES. Of the processes for admitting, assessing, supporting, and tracking, admissions practices were deemed the most effective, with assessing and supporting students viewed as only moderately successful.
Issues related to NNES support span both student and academic affairs and require collaboration. Admissions officers should connect with ESL and linguistics professionals concerning
pre- and postadmission testing to determine possible instruments, the feasibility of implementing
speaking and writing measures, and placement into support programs. Admissions offices must

JSARP 2014, 51(2)

© NASPA 2014

http://journals.naspa.org/jsarp

doi:10.1515/jsarp-2014-0020

219

Linguistic Support for Non-Native English

also consider how to weight speaking and writing skills. Information on the linguistic backgrounds
of resident NNES should be part of the application process. Recruitment efforts need to include
transparent information about the importance of academic English skills, how these affect success,
and pre- and postadmissions opportunities for increasing proficiency.
Learning assistance areas and student success and retention offices must be brought into the
discussion. The latter can assist with data collection, tracking, and program coordination. A prerequisite for these collaborations is institutional data on NNES. Such data will likely involve identifying and collecting new types of information. Developing a comprehensive institutional approach
to improving practice related to NNES requires the collaboration of a multitude of entities with
varying areas of expertise and responsibility.

Future research might include collecting qualitative data. This survey was purposefully designed to collect national data while maintaining simplicity to respect administrators’ time constraints. Additional questions posed themselves as the data was reviewed such as: how writing and
speaking samples were weighted in the admissions process, why more institutions do not require
such samples, why required scores on standardized proficiency measures are similar for graduate
and undergraduate students, why more institutions do not test students upon arrival, how students
are placed into ESL courses, and details regarding various forms of support. Interviews or focus
groups would allow greater insights into these areas. Additionally, the data did not distinguish
between different populations of NNES—immigrant or international—thus, it is unknown if institutions treat these subgroups differently.
Overall, the findings point to extensive gaps and inconsistencies in institutional practices for
identifying, screening, supporting, and tracking NNES in higher education. While some institutions are reportedly doing it well, others are failing to accurately identify NNES, adequately measure their English language skills, or consistently track their outcomes. Institutional practices may
be efficient in terms of time and resources; however, with growth in diverse populations at higher
education institutions (Aud et al., 2011) and national goals to extend educational opportunities to
more individuals (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010; Lee & Rawls, 2010; Lumina Foundation for
Education, 2010), greater attention must be paid to students’ English language skills.
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